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Abstract 
The thesis concerns the dynamics during the 1990s of 
political action by many groups of people, in what came to be 
called the movement of movements.  The activists, who held that 
corporations were overstepping some mark, worked on alternative 
arrangements for self-rule. 
 
The thesis views the movement as micropolitics, using 
concepts devised by Deleuze and Guattari.  It sets out particulars of 
the rhizomic make-up of the movement.  A key point is that the 
movement trains participants in decentred organisation, which 
entails the forming of subject-groups as opposed to subjugated 
groups.  The thesis records how the movement was shaped by 
earlier events in political action and thinking, especially from the 
1960s on.   
 
The movement had previously been read as a push for 
absolute democracy (Hardt and Negri).  The thesis shows that 
reading to have been incomplete:  the movement is, in part, a push 
for agonistic democracy.  More a practice than a form of rule, 
agonistic democracy is found where state power is bent on not 
moulding peoples into any unified polity.  It is found where state 
power fosters conflicted-self-rule, so that every citizen may engage 
in the polity as a decentred ‘I.’   
 
The thesis throws light on relations between the movement 
and the constitutionalist state.  Part of the movement, while cynical 
about the existing form of state rule, wears a mask of obedience to 
constituted authority.  When one upholds the fiction of legitimate 
rule, one can use the fiction as a restraint on the cynics-in-power.  
The play creates a shadow social contract, producing detente 
within the polity and within the ‘I.’  
 
The thesis also reports on a search in mainstream cinema for 
some expression of the movement’s dynamics.  The search leads 
to a cycle of thrillers, set in a nonfiction frame story about a cover-
up of gross abuse of state power.   
 
 
Keywords:  absolute democracy;  agonistic democracy;  cinema 
and politics;  deleuzoguattarian concepts;  political cynicism;  social 
movements 
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Preface 
 
For fifteen or so years before starting the research for this thesis, I had spent most of my 
waking hours working as an economist on strategies for the reform of the public sector.  
That’s the public sector in two countries, the land down under (where I come from) and 
neighbouring Aotearoa New Zealand.  Day in and day out I applied a logic that hinged on 
winding back government programs and regulation so as to reap the benefits of private sector 
supply and consumer choice.  With that background, I know the scent of the neoliberal 
program.  It was my meat.  It paid for the roof over my head, the roof I still have now. 
This thesis springs from that experience of having once made my living by working on the 
neoliberal program.  At multiple levels, the thesis is about what that experience may have 
done to my former self, a supporter of the program.  Lurking within the thesis are wisps of a 
fraught memoir.  More overtly, the thesis comes from my later quest to nail down the 
ideology that had clasped me and others like me, who had accepted, or indeed welcomed, 
neoliberal reform.  To nail that ideology down, yes;  and to exorcise it.  That was the mission 
of the research for this thesis. 
There is a question of the researcher’s persona:  which hat to put on, in such a piece of 
research.  I could work – knowingly – from within a rival ideology.  Or I could add to the 
work that scholars had already put into sane exposés of the flawed economic science behind 
neoliberal reform.  I came to the view that the re would be little point in furthering the exposés.  
You see, after Thomas Kuhn's work on normal science and abnormal science, the one thing 
we know about science is that its firm ground is always an illusion.  It is in the nature of time, 
or history, to deliver turnarounds – upheavals – in science.  The active force of those 
upheavals erodes trust in science of any stripe;  at least in my book it does.   
In the thesis, therefore, I write knowingly  from within an ideology that leans to the left of 
the neoliberal or centrist line.  That candour, in a doctoral thesis, is risky.  The deed calls for a 
certain philosophical commitment – on the part of the researcher and author of the thesis, and 
on the part of the readers.  The cast of the ink on the page itself becomes an experiment, 
while at the same time it is the record of the experiment.  But I shall say no more here about 
empiricist writing, since the point is properly dealt with in the body of the thesis.  I make my 
position on it clearest in the opening and closing pages of chapter one. 
The ideology in which the thesis is couched – my ideology – can be summed up in terms 
of what it upholds:  namely, it upholds a power that transforms habits of obedience into 
struggle .   
In driving that transformative process, which is marked by struggle, my ideology or ‘line’ 
owes much to the Marxist tradition.  It departs from Marxism, most obviously, by leaving out 
the precept that class is the root cause of all friction within society.  And it does not hold out 
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any hope for a directed democracy that would bring about the withering away of the state.  
My line instead backs agonistic democracy (as propounded by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe), which it takes to be both a work in progress and life's crowning achievement vis-a-
vis the state.   
Being conscious about the role ideology plays in one’s thinking and data gathering makes 
the research task difficult.  Ideologies are … well, they’re elephants.  They are big and long-
lived things, which (as the saying goes) can be in the same room with people and yet go 
unnoticed.  The long and the short of it is that ideologies traipse back and forth over national 
and continental boundaries;  pervade work, art and leisure;  romp over the borders of 
academic disciplines.  Because of these elephants, the thesis is broad in scope.  It delves into 
art history and cinema.  It borrows from computer science;  it brushes with linguistics and it 
toys with evolutionary biology.  What is more, on occasion it will gesture toward matters, 
which it cannot pursue for lack of time.  Those gestures are in excess of what is required for 
my thread of argument, so the text is baroque in style.  In sum, this text and its readers are 
working on a patch where elephants are treading;  those giant creatures leave many a bent 
twig in their wake;  and in our work we notice the bent twigs. 
I would add that, though I follow the convention of writing a Preface, I am not the 
authority on the origin, purpose and scope of what is set down in the thesis.  This is a writerly 
text – the kind of text that may prompt the reader to speculate on its origins, to divine his or 
her own purpose for the text, perhaps to treat a large part of the text as a decoy or an obscure 
digression, and so forth.  I intend that readers may create with my thesis something they see 
as positive and life-enhancing.  I trust that they will cast aside and forgive such parts of it as 
may not work for them.  If the text has the good fortune to find such readers, it will build up 
the readers’ connections with (other) activists who shunned neoliberal reform late last century, 
and who began to make another world.  That said, like most doctoral theses, this one will be 
lucky if it is read by anyone beyond the examiners. 
As to form, the thesis consists of three substantive Parts.  Book-ending the set of Parts 
are an opening chapter and closing chapter, which makes five major segments in all.  (A tally 
of chapters in each segment runs 1-2-3-2-1, adding up to nine chapters.)   
The thesis pivots on its central segment, Part II, which combines description and theory.  
Part II provides an abridged descriptive account of active left politics in the second half of last 
century, a portrayal that is slanted toward the nineties.  It also sets out a theoretic account of 
active left politics in the nineties.  Certain concepts, which are key to that theoretic account, 
are introduced in Part I.  Part III covers the why and the how, and the results, of my search in 
mainstream cinema for some cultural expression of a nineties revival of the active left.  A 
salient film cycle lends some support to my account (in Part II) of a patch of non-cynicism as 
regards state power and the social contract, in what would otherwise be a vast swamp of 
cynicism. 
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The opening chapter provides context;  sets out the research question;  points out the 
significance of the thesis;  and contains a chapter by chapter overview of Parts I-III.  The 
closing chapter is an abridged version of the thesis, paring it down to ten thousand words.  It 
can be read as the reader chooses:  without going to the earlier chapters, or as a prelude to 
dipping into those chapters, or as a revisiting of themes after reading all that precedes it.   
I warmly thank my supervisor, Dr Diarmuid Maguire, for the guidance he has provided 
and his patience with the project.  I am also grateful to Heather Formaini, Laleen Jayamanne, 
Alex Johnston, Donald Larsson, Ernesto Screpanti, and Dominique Sweeney.  Each of them 
has given me encouragement, useful leads and suggestions at a particula r stage of the 
research. 
Special thanks go to Adrian Carter, Taissa Kang, Lyndell Carter and Alice Carter.  They 
steadfastly believed that I would complete the project, and they never once put it to me that I 
should hurry it up. 
 
 
Kathryn Kang 
30 May 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
